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During	 recent	 decades,	 globalisation	 has	 affected	 and	changed	 functions	 of	 enterprises,	 firms	 must	 adapt	
their	 strategies	 to	 global	 business,	 to	 global	 production	
and	to	international	human	resources	management	(HRM).	
Global	human	resources	management	means	learning	and	
integration	 in	multicultural	 teams	for	employees.	 In	addi-
tion	managers	must	 learn	 how	 to	manage	 cultural	 differ-
ences	and	diversity	in	teams	and	coordinate	their	work.	In	
practice,	 diversity	 refers	 to	gender,	 age,	 ethnicity,	 nation-
ality,	 tenure,	 educational	 background,	 and	 functional	










firms.	 These	 factors	 are	 often	 associated	 with	 conflicts,	
misunderstandings	 and	 low	 performance	 in	 organisations	
(Bivens	 and	 Lowell,	 1966;	 Killing,	 1983;	 Shenkar	 and	
Zeira,	1992).	Culturally	diverse	work	groups	have	a	higher	
level	 of	 conflict	 (Pelled,	 1996),	 and	 less	 cooperation	 and	
cohesiveness	 (Jehn,	 Northcraft	 and	Neale,	 1999),	 and	 an	
inability	to	define	common	goals	and	aspirations	(O’Reilly,	


















et	 au	 management	 international	 des	 res-
sources	humaines.	Un	nouveau	défi	semble	
s’imposer	aux	managers	 internationaux	et	




une	 identité	 commune	 dans	 les	 équipes	
multiculturelles	?	 Notre	 article,	 fondé	
sur	 une	 étude	 de	 cas	 inter-sites,	 examine	
cinq	 équipes	 de	 travail	 multiculturelles.	
Les	 résultats	 montrent	 comment	 on	 peut	
obtenir	de	 la	 coopération	et	 la	gérer	 avec	
les	pratiques	et	outils	de	management	des	
ressources	humaines	:	recrutement,	mana-
gement	 interculturel,	médiation	 et	 culture	
d’entreprise.





During	 recent	 decades,	 globalisation	 has	
affected	 and	 changed	 functions	 of	 enter-
prises,	firms	must	adapt	 their	strategies	 to	
global	business	and	to	international	human	
resources	 management.	 A	 new	 challenge	
seems	to	be	imposed	to	international	man-
agers	 and	 to	 international	 HRM:	 how	 to	
create	cooperation	between	employees	rep-
resenting	 different	 cultural	 backgrounds	
and	how	to	find	a	common	identity	in	mul-
ticultural	 teams?	 Our	 article,	 based	 on	 a	
case	 study,	 inter-site	 cases,	 examines	five	
different	 multicultural	 work	 groups.	
Results	reveal	how	cooperation	can	be	cre-
ated	and	managed	with	the	HRM	practices	
and	 tools:	 recruitment,	 intercultural	 man-
agement,	mediation	and	organisational	cul-
ture.







nes	 de	 las	 empresas.	 Estas	 tienen	 que	
adaptar	sus	estrategias	al	mercado	interna-
cional	 y	 a	 la	 gestión	 internacional	 de	 los	
recursos	 humanos.	 Un	 nuevo	 desafío	
parece	imponerse	a	los	directivos
Internacionales	y	a	la	gestión	de	los	recur-
sos	 humanos	 (RRHH)	 internacionales,	 a	
saber:	 cómo	 crear	 cooperación	 entre	 los	
empleados	 que	 representan	 culturas	 dife-
rentes	 y	 cómo	 construir	 una	 identidad	
común	 en	 los	 equipos	 multiculturales.	
Nuestro	artículo,	fundado	en	el		estudio	de	
un	 caso	 inter-agencias,	 examina	 cinco	
equipos	 de	 trabajo	 multiculturales.	 Los	
resultados	muestran	 cómo	 se	 puede	obte-
ner	cooperación	y	administrarla	con	prácti-
cas	 y	 herramientas	 de	 gestión	 de	 los	
recursos	 humanos:	 reclutamiento,	 gestión	
de	 la	 multiculturalidad,	 mediación	 y	 cul-
tura	empresarial
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sations.	 The	 research,	 based	 on	 the	 difficulty	 of	 people	
representing	 different	 cultures	 have	 in	 working	 together	
(Chevrier,	2000)	is	a	new	addition	to	the	literature	because	
previous	authors	in	the	domain	of	intercultural	management	




of	being	 interested	 in	 the	content	of	 the	problem	(how	to	
create	 synergy	between	 cultures?),	most	 researchers	 have	
concentrated	 on	 the	 consequences	 of	 the	 phenomenon	 (a	
real	and	inevitable	constraint	or	an	opportunity)2.	Neverthe-
less,	the	difficulties	in	managing	cultural	differences	can	be	





to	 recognise	 cultural	 differences.	 By	 cultural	 differences	
we	mean	 the	 variable	 “national	 culture3”	 and	 justify	 our	
choice	for	using	the	term	“multicultural”	by	a	juxtaposition	
of	 cultures	 (Demorgon,	 2002).	We	 think	 that	 understand-
ing	 cultural	 differences	 includes	 two	 pertinent	 notions:	
culture	(as	seen	by	anthropologists)	and	cultural identity4.	
Several	 psychologists	 working	 in	 the	 field	 of	 intercul-
tural	 studies	 distinguish	 cultural	 identity	 as	 a	 component	
of	 individual	 identity	 in	 addition	 to	 personal	 and	 social	
identity	(Guerraoui	and	Troadec,	2000).	As	social	beings,	
individuals	construct	 their	 identity	 inside	 the	cultural	and	
social	 environment	where	 they	 inhabit.	 Interaction	 theory	
(Camillieri	 and	Vinsonneau,	 1996;	Denoux,	 1994)	 argues	
that	 individuals	modify	 their	 pre-structured	 cultural	 envi-
ronment	through	active	and	interactive	constructions	while	
influenced	by	other	members	of	their	group.	
The	 notion	 of	 an	 individual	 has	 been	 described	 by	
Parsons	 (1937)	 and	 Crozier	 and	 Friedberg	 (1977).	 An	
individual	has	a	culture	of	origin	 (or	 several	cultures,	 for	
example	 in	 the	case	of	parents	 representing	 two	different	
cultures);	 this	 culture	 (these	 cultures)	 is	 (are)	 part	 of	 the	
individual’s	cultural identity.	According	to	Denoux	(1994),	
cultural	 identity	 can	be	 seen	 as	 a	 kind	of	metamorphosis	
identity	 that	 is	very	adaptable.	When	promoting	coopera-
tion	 (the	construction	of	a	common	action)	between	indi-





















In	 order	 to	 examine	 the	management	 of	multicultural	
human	 resources	 in	 international	 firms,	we	 observed	 five	
multicultural	teams	in	an	enterprise	called	Prometheus.
ReseARch methodoLogy
An	 exploratory	 research	 method	 was	 chosen	 in	 order	 to	
study	 five	multicultural	 teams	 in	 three	 different	 agencies	
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perspectives	were	 chosen	 in	 order	 to	 understand	 the	 dif-
ference	 between	 perception	 (which	 reflects	 individuals’	
attitudes	or	their	representations	of	the	“Other”)	and	impli-
cation	 (which	 explains	 the	 effects	 and	 consequences	 for	
these	attitudes).	
Presentation of the case study
Prometheus	 is	 a	 global	 information	 company	 providing	
information	for	the	financial	services,	media	and	corporate	
markets.	It	is	best	known	as	one	of	the	world’s	largest	inter-








The	 multicultural	 workforce	 represents	 professions	
such	as	journalists,	engineers	and	commercial	profession-
als	that	work	mainly	in	multicultural	teams	(except	journal-
ists6).	The	 engineers	 are	 specialists	 in	 technical	 solutions	
and	 in	 software	 installation;	 commercial	 professionals	














(4)	 Conflicts	 or	 misunderstandings	 based	 on	 different	 cultural	 models	 that	 can	 endanger	 or	 prevent	
	 cooperation	in	teams;
(5)	 Employees’	implication	in	a	multicultural	working	environment.	
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ment	 banking	 and	 brokerage.	Multicultural	 teams	 can	 be	
“traditional”	work	groups	based	permanently	in	agencies	or	
virtual	 teams	working	in	separate	countries	 that	are	 inter-
connected	by	telecommunications	(Favier	and	Coat,	2002;	
Favier,	2005).	
inteRActions between individuALs in A muLticuLtuRAL 
woRk gRoup
Case study 1 – “traditional team”
Three	work	groups	(T1,	T2	and	T5)	can	be	characterised	
as	“traditional”	work	groups	comparing	to	the	two	virtual	







facilitating	 the	circulation	of	 information,	being	both	 for-
mal	and	informal	communication	in	group.	The	cohesion	of	
the	group	remains	also	outside	working	hours:	“We go out 
together even after work	 […]”,	 (Mr	Jackson,	 team	super-
visor,	American	nationality);	“We do some sports together 




size	is	 limited;	besides	that	 they	are	few	persons,	 they	all	
represent	different	cultures	(American,	Luxembourg,	Bel-
gian	Flemish	and	French)	–	“There is no pressure between 
cultures, the team is very balanced, I think it is due to our 
small team.	We spend lot of time together at work but also 
outside work. For example, my colleagues came to my mar-
riage. Things have changed a little lately, because I’m now 





munication is permanent, more informal than formal. We 
are often together between team members,”	 (Mr	 Heintz,	
Luxembourg).	 In	 this	 kind	 of	 small	 group,	 the	 spatial,	
social	and	cultural	proximity	helps	 to	create	certain	com-
mon	motivations,	emotions	and	values:	“I think it is very 
positive to work in a multicultural environment. We have 






• Client Training Group	–	composed	of	engineers	and	professional	specialists	in	client	training;	






for	20	 employees	 representing	7	different	nationalities	 (Spain	 and	Portugal	 are	 represented	by	 two	Spanish	
employees).	Another	virtual	team	also	working	at	the	European	level	was	selected.	This	group	(T4)	is	composed	




first	office	in	London	back	in	 the	19th	century.	Moreover,	 the	five	permanent	 teams	studied	present	different	
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Case study 2 – engineers 
The	other	two	groups	(T2	and	T5)	present	quite	a	dif-
ferent	situation	compared	to	the	first	group.	These	groups	
are	 composed	 of	 engineers,	who	 are	mobile,	most	 of	 the	
time	working	 in	 client	firms	 and	 are	 less	 present	 in	 their	




munication is very formal between engineers,	because they 
are between men”,	 (Mr	Martin,	 team	 supervisor,	 French	
nationality).	It	seems	indeed	that	engineers	are	less	“talk-
ative”	 by	 nature	 and	 prefer	 to	 communicate	 by	 indirect	
methods	 (mails,	 mobile	 phones).	 These	 two	 groups	 are	
also	 larger	 in	 terms	of	number	of	employees.	This	allows	
employees	 of	 the	 same	 nationality	 to	 get	 together:	 “The 
employees of Luxembourg nationality like forming clans 
and they talk in a Luxembourg dialect.	The same language 
unites them,”	(Mr	Martin).	In	spite	of	this	working	environ-
ment,	 strong	social	 links	can	be	observed	 (meetings	after	
working	hours	or	during	lunch	time).	
TAblE 1
Presentation of five multicultural teams interviewed in Prometheus
















































































TOTAL 20 5 25-55 10 
nationalities
29 hours
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I like working in this environment. I want to meet other 
cultures than only mine. But I think that a common lan-
guage is not enough to bring together different cultures. 
It is a question of openness – our firm is very interna-
tional. Naturally, employees’ social and cultural back-
ground plays an important role in their openness – here 
the system engineers have stereotypes that belong to 
their profession (Mr	Martin,	Luxembourg).	
As	 in	 the	 case	 of	 the	 first	 group,	 cultural	 differences	
seem	 to	 be	 balanced.	 Differences	 between	 engineers	 are	
more	due	to	their	profession	than	to	different	nationalities	
present	 in	groups:	“Between engineers, there are cultural 
differences linked to their profession. Some engineers grad-
uated from the most famous schools consider themselves 
as the elite in the profession and create segregation in a 
group,”	(Mr	Saussure,	Marketing	Manager,	French	nation-
ality,	Paris)7.	
Case study 3 – virtual teams
Compared	to	the	“traditional”	work	groups	the	virtual	









ees	working	together	on	a	daily	basis:	“We have a problem 
of proximity; we seldom meet people with whom we work”.	
Distance between people creates problems when they are 
of different origins. For example, understanding is diffi-
cult between French and English nationals. How can you 
know that an Englishman never says no, his yes can mean 
no. It is easier to understand him when you face him.”	(Mr	
Chesneau,	the	French	team	supervisor	for	commercial	pro-
fessionals,	Paris);	“We would like to meet our colleagues to 
get to know each other”,	because	our discussions on phone 
are of purely “academic” interest”,	(Mr	Saussure).	In	spite	
of	 efficient	 means	 of	 wireless	 communications	 (internet,	
mobile	 phones,	 teleconferences)	 that	 connect	 employees	
daily	(“We communicate essentially through mails or tele-





In	 the	 case	 of	 virtual	 teams,	 the	 variable	 culture	 can	
create	more	 problems	 than	 in	 other	 teams8:	According	 to	
the	 team	 supervisor,	 face-to-face	 situations	 are	 necessary	






on	 the	group	management	and	on	 the	personalities	of	 the	
managing	directors.
the RoLe of the teAm mAnAgeR 
In	traditional	team	management,	team	supervisors	or	team	
managers	are	present	 in	 their	 teams	supervising	 the	work	
of	their	collaborators.	In	the	case	of	Prometheus,	the	team	
















as	distant:	“I can’t control at distance. I trust my collabora-
tors; they are independent in their teams” (Mr	Jacob,	Sales	
manager,	 Belgian	 French	 nationality).	 In	 team	 3	 particu-
larly,	the	manager	tries	to	be	the	main	link	between	his	team	
members:	“I travel all the time,	I try to meet everybody indi-




“In our firm, we are used to communicating essentially by 
mail”.	Mr	Saussure	explains	also	that	he	would	like	to	go	
more	 in	 the	field	 to	meet	his	 collaborators	 to	know	 them	
better	but	he	has	no	time	for	it:	“The first contact between 
collaborators is always in the field…We would like to meet 
our colleagues to get to know each other”,	because	our dis-
cussions on phone are of purely “academic” interest”.	This	

















characterised	 by	 employees	 «	misunderstandings	»	 rather	
than	conflicts.	The	general	perception	of	 the	“Other”,	 the	
colleague,	was	favourable	and	the	employees	were	satisfied	
with	 their	 multicultural	 environment.	 The	 team	 4	 shows	
though	an	exception	to	these	conclusions:	characterised	by	
a	distant	IT	manager,	the	team	members	stress	more	inter-
cultural	 communication	 problems	 and	 face	 others	with	 a	
more	stereotyped	attitude.	In	general,	the	situation	can	be	
characterised	as	favourable	for	cooperation	in	the	company.	











workplaces);	 (2)	 multicultural	 human	 resources	 manage-
ment	(recruitment,	training/coaching,	conflict	management;	
and	(3)	implementing	a	common	organisational	culture.
the oRgAnisAtion of woRk oR the poLicy of “smARt 
woRking”
We have developed in our organisation special working 
conditions called “smart working”. “Smart working” 
means working in an “open space”. This policy was 
conceived to facilitate cooperation between professions 
which now share the same working place and envi-
ronment. Commercial teams and client training teams 
share the same space. We also wanted to mix compe-
tences in the multicultural environment. To achieve our 
policy goal we had to move to another building where 








Multicultural work group interactions and team management
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nient	to	those	engaged	in	the	work9.	“Smart	working”	allows	










RecRuitment, inteRcuLtuRAL tRAining/coAching And 
confLict mAnAgement
The	 HR	 management	 has	 adapted	 different	 managerial	
practices,	 recruitment,	 intercultural	 training/coaching	 and	
conflict	management	 in	 order	 to	 facilitate	 cooperation	 in	





Recruitment	 is	 an	 important	 tool	 for	 Prometheus	 HRM.	
“We recruit different nationalities considering the back-
ground of our clients. Each client must be able to oper-
ate in his mother tongue,”	 (Mrs	Wagner,	 Luxembourg).	
Through	 recruitment,	 every	 Human	 Resources	 Director	
responsible	 for	 his/her	 agency	 selects	 the	 right	 candidate	
for	 the	right	post.	The	right	person	must	combine	profes-
sional	 competencies	 with	 good	 language	 skills	 and	 also	
have	 the	 character	 traits	necessary	 to	work	 in	 an	 interna-
tional	environment	(be	empathic	and	positive,	demonstrate	
an	 interest	 in	 other	 countries,	 show	 an	 interest	 in	 others,	
have	capacity	for	negotiation,	have	an	 international	back-
ground	or	experience,	etc.)	This	recruitment	policy	became	
evident	 during	 our	 interviews,	where	we	 noticed	 that	 the	
most	of	 the	employees	have	an	 international	background:	
some	of	them	were	born	in	multicultural	families	or	abroad,	






are	 often	 due	 to	 the	 personality	 of	 the	Director,	 in	 ques-
tion.	For	 example,	 in	 the	Luxembourg	agency,	Mrs	Wag-
ner,	 the	 local	Human	Resources	Director,	 emphasises	 the	








For our recruitment process we use different tools as 
SHL (Saville & Holdsworth Ltd) created by British psy-
chologists. We preferred this recruitment test to Pelletiers 
Consultants, used in Paris, because the SHL exists in sev-
eral languages. The Pelletiers test is only in French. When 
recruiting different nationalities, I find it important that the 
questionnaire on personality can be answered in candi-
date’s mother tongue (Mrs	Wagner,	Luxembourg).
In	Luxembourg,	recruitment	tests	were	completed	with	
personality	tests	and	the	Director	often	uses	various	assess-
ment centres	 for	 recruiting	 managers:	 “We work closely 
with psychologists so as to define managers’ competencies 
and motivation. In the case of managers, we also use these 
services for outplacement,” (Mrs	Wagner).	
Training/Coaching
“Intercultural training means learning about now other 
nationalities.	This is why we organise intercultural train-
ing, though in Luxembourg this is limited to some common 
meetings outside work, in restaurants, for example” (Mrs	
Wagner,	Luxembourg).	Training	in	practice	depends	largely	
on	 the	 importance	of	 the	agency	 in	question11.	Therefore,	
intercultural	 training,	 is	 more	 structured	 in	 Paris	 (where	
there	 are	 around	 500	 employees)	 than	 in	 Luxembourg	
(where	there	is	around	60	employees).	In	Paris,	Mr	Tisser-
and	(local	Human	Resources	Director,	French	nationality)	
outlines	 the	 importance	 of	multicultural	 training:	“In my 
point of view, there should be even more specific training 
on different cultural customs and habits. We should have 
some kind of global guide of different behaviours based on 
cultures so that we could welcome everybody with respect 








more	specific	 training	–	“In the case of expatriation, if a 
Luxembourg national leaves for a post in Japan, he will get 









11.	Based	 on	 budgetary	 reasons:	 big	 agencies	 benefit	 from	 bigger	
budget	than	small	ones.




agers)	 are	 developed	 for	 managerial	 competencies	 and	
motivation	at	work.	
Conflict management
“Problems inside teams must be resolved by managers 
who know their team workers	 –	 you know them and you 






tions	by	anticipating	conflicts:	“In order to avoid conflicts, 




“Lots of conflicts are related to individual charac-
ters. The French live with conflicts, Belgians can also 
disagree but they will react differently. Different cul-
tures react and manage conflict situations in different 
ways. For example, the Dutch are very transparent and 
direct”.
Due	 to	 this	 global	 conflict	 management	 policy,	 most	
of	the	employees	are	convinced	that	there	are	no	conflicts	
in	teams	(15	employees	deny	them	and	7	recognise	them).	
Conflict	 situations	 do,	 in	 fact,	 exist	 within	 the	 company	
(and	 amongst	 the	 multicultural	 personnel,	 they	 are	 often	
linked	to	language	problems	and	other	cultural	differences	
particularly	 between	 Flemish	 and	 French-speaking	 Bel-
gians),	but	 they	do	not	endanger	the	cooperation	between	
the	employees	in	the	group.	Many	employees	testify	indeed	
conflicts	between	Belgians:	“The conflicts are between the 
Flemish and the Walloons on the one hand, and between 
the Belgians and the people from Luxembourg on the other 
hand. There is a “division” between the Flemish and the 
Walloons they don’t want to work together”,	(Mr	Fischer,	
German	 engineer,	 Brussels);	 or,	 “Conflicts exist between 
the Belgians: we know that this exists and so we are care-
ful. We don’t do politics in the office. We stay professional”,	
(Mr	Gilbert,	French-speaking	Belgian,	Brussels).	
Those	who	recognise	conflicts	in	firm	believe	that	 the	
cultural	 differences	 between	 colleagues	 do	 not,	 in	 fact,	
cause	 conflicts:	 “There are some problems, but these are 
linked to personalities rather than cultural differences”,	
(Mr	 Martin,	 engineer	 team	 supervisor,	 French	 national-
ity);	 “It all depends on individual personalities”,	 (Mr	
Simon,	engineer,	French-speaking	Belgian).	Other	employ-
ees	 explain	 that,	 in	 general,	 conflicts	 occur	 as	 a	 result	 of	
their	 colleagues’	 personalities	 or	 because	of	 ignorance	of	
other	cultures:	“Conflicts exist and, if there is a conflict, it 
is linked to the misunderstanding of another culture. Each 
culture has its own way of managing conflict, for example, 




ties”	or	 “misunderstandings”	 and,	 thus,	 of	 only	moderate	
importance	for	the	employees.	Most	of	the	employees	are	
very	understanding	with	regard	to	these	situations:	“Some-
times we find it difficult to understand each other”,	 (Mr	
Simon);	“It’s much easier if you understand the customs of 
other countries”,	(Mrs	Morin);	“We are very diplomatic”,	
(Mr	Vandevelde,	 commercial	 professional,	 Dutch);	 “This 
exists and so we are careful”,	 (Mr	Gilbert),	which	appar-
ently	are	resolved	quite	easily:	“You have to manage”,	(Mr	
Saussure).	Finally,	conflicts	are	caused	by	“confusion and 
conflicts of interest linked to work and not to people”	(Mr	
Simon,	Mr	Jacob,	Mr	Gilbert	and	Mr	Van	Eetvelde).	





oRgAnisAtionAL cuLtuRe seen As A mAnAgement tooL 
The	study	on	interactions	reveals	a	strong	common	organi-
sational	 culture	 in	 the	 company.	 This	 explains	 an	 over-
















ues.	This	 is	where	 (a)	 all	 group	 learning	 reflects	 original	
values;	(b)	what	first	begins	as	a	shared	value	then	becomes	





be	 explained	by	 the	 fact	 that	 they	have	 come	 to	Prometheus	 recently	
through	a	business	merger	with	a	French	firm	and	that	they	had	some	
language	problems	in	their	working	environment.
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This	 common	 understanding	 was	 confirmed	 by	 the	
analysis	of	perception	of	culture,	and	also	by	the	analysis	












not	 connected	 to	 conflict:	“There are conflicts within the 
teams, but these conflicts are linked to the characters and 
personalities of the people involved and to cultural differ-
ences”,	(Mr	Jacob,	Sales	manager);	“There aren’t any con-
flicts in our team. If there are any conflicts locally, they’re 
not due to cultural differences. At Prometheus the staff 
move around a lot”,	(Mrs	Jardin,	Brussels).	
(2)	Presence	of	stereotypes:	even	if	 the	strong	organi-
sational	culture	attenuates	the	perception	of	the	difference	
between	nationalities,	 it	 does	not	prevent	 the	presence	of	
stereotypes.	These	are	very	frequent	during	meetings	where	
employees	use	them	as	“jokes”,	between	neighbour	nation-
alities	 (cultural	 differences	 between	 Belgian	 French	 and	
Flemisch	speakers	or	between	French	and	German	speak-
ers).	
The stereotypes are very present in our meetings, 
between French and Germans, for example, and 
between Belgians and Dutch. There is a belief that the 
Dutch are more professional than the Belgians. There 
are also some negative attitudes towards Italians, for 
example. Some consider them lazy. That is not true. I 
have worked some years in Italy and I found them very 
hard-working,	 (Mr	 Gilbert,	 commercial	 professional,	
French-speaking	Belgian).	
Many	employees	seem	to	think	that	it	is	a	way	of	bring-
ing	together	different	cultures:	“In every culture there are 
some common components”,	 (Mr	Martin);	“By using ste-










Multicultural human resources management practices

















































“Problems inside teams 
must be resolved by 
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I find it very enriching to work in Prometheus. I think 
that cultural differences must be considered but it 
should not be a question of exceptions. It is a question 
of respect. For me, the working environment is a busi-
ness environment where personal sensibilities don’t 
belong. Sometimes, contacts between employees begin 
naturally. We all react differently according to our cul-




I have been working in a multicultural environment for 
twenty years now. It is really a choice for me. I think 
that cultural differences must be considered in working 
places. Behaviours change between different countries. 
We should be aware of basic differences between cul-
tures and behaviours. People have different behaviours 
and manners in Great-Britain and in Japan […] I have 
learnt that we must be very careful when facing others. 
We are different. We must make the effort. I personally 





The fact of working in a multicultural environment is 
a simple reality – we should not stop with the question 
of the nationality because the competencies are more 
important. We must manage and respect cultural differ-
ences. We must learn to understand others, by exchange 
and by contacts”	(Mr	Fischer,	team	supervisor	for	engi-
neers,	Brussels,	German	nationality).
(4)	 Recognition	 of	 others.	 As	 indicated	 above,	 the	
common	understanding	of	others	is	globally	shared	in	the	
company.	This	understanding	not	only	gives	a	 favourable	
perception	 of	 diversity	 but	 also	 enables	 to	 everyone	 to	
recognise	oneself	 in	 it.	As	result,	 it	 is	more	important	for	
Prometheus	 employees	 to	 know	other	 colleagues	 as	 indi-
TAblE 4
Prometheus culture: workers’ opinions and values








“Problems do exist, but they are 
not related to cultures […] more to 

















“By using stereotypes, we bring us 
together”,	Mrs	Papas,	commercial,	
Greek;






























“We must consider individuals […] 
they are important”, Mr	Van	Eetvelde,	
commercial,	Dutch;	“The personality is 
not related to a national culture”,	Mr	
Kirk,	commercial,	Belgian	Flemish;	
“One’s personality is important, one’s 
life and reactions”,	Mr	Benfredt,	
marketing	commercial,	Algerian.	
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viduals	 –	 by	 their	 personality	 and	 character	 –	 than	 with	
reference	to	their	national	culture.	”We must consider indi-
viduals […] They are important”,	(Mr	Van	Eetvelde,	Dutch	
nationality);	 “The personality is more important than the 
national culture”,	(Mr	Kirk);	“The personality is important, 
one’s life, one’s reactions”,	(Mr	Benfredt);	“We should not 
consider cultural differences too much. The best way is 
to respect others,”	 (Mrs	 Jardin,	 commercial	 professional,	
French	nationality).
Finally	we	conclude	 that	 this	organisational	culture	 is	
a	common	understanding	which	does	not	exclude	conflicts	
but	 limits	 their	 development.	 In	 addition	 the	 Prometheus	
organisational	 culture	 overcomes	 the	 problems	 related	 to	
national	 stereotypes	 by	 allowing	 individuals	 to	 act	 with	
more	understanding	and	tolerance.	This	particular	organi-
sational	culture	seems	to	contribute	to	making	internal	inte-











The multicultural working environment increases	
employees’ performance in their daily work.	Actually, 
when you come into	contact daily with individuals rep-
resenting different nationalities, it is a permanent	work 
of research on yourself. […] Employees working in this 
kind of multicultural	environment, develop their open-
ness to differences, accepting more easily the introduc-
tion of new materials for work, new projects, new types 
of	management and change. 
Discussion and conclusions
Our	 primary	 interest	 in	 this	 study	was	 to	 understand	 the	
role	 of	multicultural	 factors	 and	 the	 difficulty	 of	manag-
ing	multicultural	work	groups.	The	study	was	focused	on	
team	 functioning	 and	 how	 to	 create	 cooperation	 between	
employees	 representing	 different	 cultural	 backgrounds	 in	
multicultural	 teams.	 Because	 of	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 study,	





as	well	 as	 on	 the	managerial	 role	 in	multicultural	 teams,	
revealed	 that	 the	company’s	organisation	structure	can	be	
considered	 as	 favourable	 in	managing	multicultural	work	
groups.	 This	 is	 the	 Prometheus	 structural	 configuration	
(“adhocracy”)	 that	 permits	 organisational	flexibility	mak-
ing	 it	 easier	 to	 introduce	 different	management	 practices	




tual	 teams	in	which	 the	 interpersonal	dynamics	and	com-
munication	are	more	difficult	to	realise	than	in	“traditional”	
teams13.
The	 Prometheus	 case	 is	 an	 example	 of	 British	 man-
agement	 style.	According	 to	Calori	 and	De	Woot	 (1994),	
the	British	management	style	 is	often	 located	between	an	
American	 and	 Continental	 European	 management	 style.	




tion	 seem	 to	create	 favourable	conditions	 in	management	
in	 Prometheus,	many	 authors	 (e.g.	Maznevski	 and	 Peter-
son,	1997),	 think	that	 this	 type	of	structural	configuration	
allows	 uncertainty	 and	 ambiguity	 in	 organisations.	These	
authors	stress	how	cultural	differences	are	more	frequently	
expressed	in	organisational	settings,	where	the	demand	for	





rules,	 and	 policies	 to	 guide	 behaviour.	 Dass	 and	 Parker	
(1999)	 indicate	 that	 this	 type	 of	 configuration	 is	 usually	










Employees	 showed	 a	 “reserved”	 or	 a	 “diplomatic”	 atti-
tude	towards	conflict.	The	managers’	role	 in	 teams	varied	
between	teams	and	was	highly	important	in	virtual	teams,	


















to	 which	 culture	 gives	 additional	 structure	 and	 significa-
tion”.	Furthermore,	when	considering	Milton	and	Bennett’s	












In	many	 cases,	 the	multicultural	 phenomenon	 is	 sub-
jected	on	employees;	however,	in	the	case	of	Prometheus,	
the	employees	choose	to	enter	into	this	multicultural	organ-
isation	 and	 therefore	 are,	 for	 the	most	 of	 them,	 recruited	
on	 this	 basis.	 While	 maintaining	 the	 multicultural	 phe-
nomenon,	 the	 HRM	 of	 Prometheus	 puts	 in	 place	 differ-
ent	management	tools	which	all	promote	cooperation	and	
understanding	 amongst	 different	 cultures	 (as	 shown	 in	
table	2).









to	 individuals	more	 efficacy	when	 they	develop	 a	mutual	
enrichment.





tions	 (Boltanski	 and	 Thévenot,	 1987)	 or	 Actor-Network	
theory	 (Callon	 and	Latour,	 1978).	The	 objective	 of	 these	
theories	 is	 to	 propose	 models	 for	 cooperation	 construc-
tion.	As	explained	in	the	terms	of	Boltanski	and	Thevénot,	










on	 understanding	 between	 actors	 and	 between	 groups	











seen	as	a	mediator	or	 spokesperson	 in	 the	firm,	whilst	 to	
prevent	conflicts	and	maintain	cooperation	(“The role of the 
HRM is to mediate between people and problems […] In 












different	 cultural	 identities	 in	 Prometheus.	These	 dif-
ferences	 can	 be	 a	 source	 for	 conflicts.	We	 think	 that	




tions	 are	 permanent	 and	often	 sought	 by	 the	 employ-
ees);
(3)	Cultural	 differences	 can	 be	 managed	 by	 manage-
rial	 practices	 and	human	 resources	management	 tools	
(recruitment,	training,	etc.);
14.	According	to	the	convention	model	(Boltanski	and	Thévenot,	1991,	
p.	 231-41),	 cooperation	 can	 be	 explained	 by	 “a	 common	 action”	 in	
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(4)	An	organisational	culture	can	be	based	on	cultural	dif-
ferences	 –	 in	 the	 context	 of	 Prometheus	 these	 differ-
ences	are	minimised	by	the	similarity	of	human	beings.	
In	line	with	the	work	of	Bournois,	Defelix	and	Retour	





working	 conditions;	 (2)	 on	 a	 human	 resources	 manage-








This	 is	why	we	 think	 that	 it	 is	necessary	 to	 recognise	
national cultures	 and	 cultural identities	 (explaining	 the	
origins	 of	 different	 individuals)	 when	 analysing	 multi-
cultural	 teams	 in	 order	 to	 create	 cooperation	 (construc-
tion	of	a	common	action	in	a	particular	situation)	between	
employees	representing	different	cultural	backgrounds.	As	
indicated	 above,	 these	different	 cultural	 identities	vary	 in	
different	 interaction	contexts	and	situations (in	our	study,	
the	 particular	 situations	 were	 observed	 in	 five	 multicul-

















LimitAtions of the study And impLicAtions foR futuRe 
ReseARch
The	main	 limits	 for	 this	 research	are	methodological	 and	
concern	firstly	 the	data,	 then	the	nature	of	 the	results	and	
finally,	the	implication	for	future	research.





pendence	 from	 the	 firm	 and	 its	 employees;	 we	were	 not	


















the	different	 environment	 of	 the	firm	–	 social,	 economic,	
political,	 competitive,	 etc.)	 of	 the	 firm	 have	 their	 impor-
tance.	As	 the	Prometheus	 case	 outlines,	 there	 is	 not	 only	
one	 “Prometheus	 situation”	 but	 inside	 Prometheus	 there	
are	several	particular	situations	linked	to	the	management	









intra-group	 relationships,	 especially	 through	 a	 psychoso-
ciological	 approach	 with	 a	 consideration	 of	 the	 cultural	
dimensions	 that	 contributes	 to	 this	 complexity	 (Granrose	
and	Oskamp,	1997).
A	 further	 point	 concerning	 future	 research	 is	 that	 it	
would	 be	 necessary	 to	 enlarge	 the	 study	 beyond	 Europe	
to	see	if	our	conclusions	can	cover	the	whole	Prometheus	
organisation	in	America,	Asia	and	the	Middle	East,	because	














can	 be	 transferred	 to	 other	 international	 companies.	 By	
doing	this,	we	should	not	forget	the	particularity	of	differ-
ent	management	models,	because	several	authors	think	(eg.	
Bouilloud,	1995)	 that	 it	 is	 impossible	 to	establish	 laws	in	
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